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June 29, 1961 


MEMORANDUM FOR MR, ROSTOW 
SUBJECT: Laos 


Alternative Strategies, I anticipate that it will be decided at the 
Council meeting or otherwise in the next few days that Mr. Harriman will 
go back to Geneva for another round of negotiations on Laos. It seems to me 
that we will have to do so, if for no other reason than to make a clearer case 
for subsequently breaking off the negotiations. I believe it important, how- 
ever, that, before Ambassador Harriman returns, the U. S. make a decision 
as to the basis on which he is going back. Four possibilities occur to me: 

a. To accept the best compromise agreement we can get which 

is likely, in the absence of other action, to include a weak ICC, a strongly 
Communist- leaning n neutralist M govemmen t under Souvanna, possibly 
some kind of not very helpful French presence. If this is what we 
accepted, we will have used the Conference as a reasonably graceful 
way out of a bad situation. We will have to consider what further action 
may then be needed in Thailand and South Viet Nam. We would also 
need to consider whether it would be possible and desirable to mount 
paramilitary operations against PL staging areas in Southern Laos. 

b. To make a real effort to achieve our original objectives of a 
genuinely Laos and a strong ICC. If such an effort is to succeed at 
this stage, it will have to be supported by some new evidence of U. S. 
determination. This might include a statement that we will use force 
if necessary to stop Communist erosion of the position on the ground 
in Laos. It might also be supported by U. S. military movements in 
the area. If we made such a statement we would only, in effect, be 
reaffirming what X believe Secretary Rusk said at the SEATO meeting 
that we would not give up through negotiation what we were prepared to 
defend by force. However, we should not make such a statement if we 
have not decided that we are prepared to use force if necessary. Such 
a statement would also strengthen Fhoumi 1 s hand in his negotiations 
with Souvanna and Souphaaouvong. 

c. To restate the U. S. position, continue negotiations, refuse to 
compromise on any of the essentials, but devote ourselves primarily 
to the task of making the U. S. case preparatory to an eventual 

breaking off of negotiations. This U. S. case might link the wars in r 

Lao 8 and Viet Nam. It should include a comprehensive account of Com- 
munist activities in violation of the cease — fire in Laos and make clear ^ 

the international character of the struggle in Viet Nam* All of this ^ 
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should be a backdrop for a renewed emphasis upon the importance of 
a strong ICC* We might state that, unless there was soon progress 
on the ICC issue, the U. S. was prepared to leave the conference and 
to reconsider its policy toward Laos* The breakoff would be followed 
by military action (in which the U. S. would participate if necessary) 
designed to produce partition of the country* 

d* Prolong the Conference indefinitely with a view to strengthening 
the non- Communist position on the ground by continuing to build up the 
FAL and, possibly, by mounting from outside Laos small military opera 
tions against PL pockets in Southern Laos. Such action might provide 
the basis, as we have hoped, for de facto p artition if the Conference 
finally fails* However, it is not clear whether partition can now be 
achieved without some kind of U. S. military intervention. 

Questions 

In assessing possible alternative strategies, including variants of the 
above, we need to ask ourselves such questions as the following: 

a* How crucial (in both a political and military sense) is the re- 
tention of at least Southern Laos to the defense of South Viet Nam and 
Thailand, taking account of the other means of Communist access to 
the two countries (i. e. , in the case of South Viet Nam, through 
Cambodia, North Viet Nam and the South China Sea; in the case of 
Thailand, through North Laos)? 

b. To what degree has the non- Communist position on the ground 
deteriorated since the beginning of the Genera Conference on May 3? 

In particular, how serious is the situation in Southern Laos? 

c. What is the likelihood of a cave-in by Fhoumi in the absence 
of new concrete evidence of U* S. determination? If there is at least 
a possibility of U* S. or SEATO military intervention, should we seek 
to retain an anti- Communist Government which could call for external 
assistance? Is there any other basis on which we could intervene? 

d* What military actions would be required to secure de facto 
partition of Laos? Would U* S* military intervention be required? 
Could and should the Thai and Vietnamese be induced to take the 
necessary military action without direct U* S* support? In the latter 
case, wouldnH the U. S* have to promise to come to their assistance 
if necessary? 
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e# Is it possible to conceive of a situation short of partition in 
which some anti- Communist power might be retained in Southern Laos? 

f. What is the relationship of the situation in Laos and South Viet 
Namto that in Berlin? Axe the Soviets encouraged by the U. S. 
position in Laos to take a strong stand on Berlin? Are we faced by 
the prospect of a double crisis? 


Robert H, Johnson 


cc: Mr. Bundy 
Mr, Smith 
Mr, Belk 
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